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Since the formation of human society, human beings have gone through several civilization stages. As for how 
many civilization stages human beings have experienced, people may have different answers due to different 
understandings of the concept of “civilization”. However, it is agreed that human beings have experienced more 
than one civilization stage. In other words, people agree that human civilization has been on succession from time to 
time. At present, human beings are in the stage of industrial civilization. 
Industrial civilization has created huge material wealth, and has greatly improved the productivity and people’s 
living standard. At the same time, industrial civilization has seriously undermined the natural environment that 
human beings rely on for survival. As a result, the development pattern of industrial civilization is encountering 
severe challenges ʊ whether to continue the present development pattern of industrial civilization or to create a new 
pattern. This is a question that all countries have to face. This paper will explore and discuss this issue, based on the 
reality and practices of China. 
First, I would like to clarify the meaning and definition of some basic concepts. 
I. Development, Society, Human Civilization, and Environmental-Social System 
(1) Development 
Different disciplines have different definitions for the concept of “development”. However, by reviewing the 
history of human society, I think the concept can be understood from such perspective: since its birth, human being 
has been striving in nature for its survival, better survival, and more reassured survival. Thus the nature of 
“development” is the effort human being makes toward this goal or the achievement of such effort. 
It is then clear that development is the inherent goal of human being, which is reasonable and needs not be 
proved. History also tells us that human being’s pursuit of development and its development activities will never 
stop.
In addition, since development is defined as the effort human being makes for its survival, better survival, and 
more reassured survival in nature, the development activities of human being are bound to interact with nature. 
Therefore, the relationship between man and nature is the most basic relationship in the process of human 
development, which is also the most important, crucial, and primary relationship. In other words, this relationship is 
a baseline throughout the history of human development. Unfortunately, such baseline has not been clearly 
articulated in our history textbooks. 
(2) Society 
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Since the better and more reassured survival in nature is the common goal of all human development activities, 
human beings cannot interact with nature individually. They must form “groups” in which everyone has his role in 
the division of labor, and interact with nature as groups. As time passes, the division of labor has been fixed. We call 
the groups that have fixed the division of labor in certain orders as a “society”. It is clear that “order” is the most 
important and basic feature of a society. 
In reality, there are many forms of orders. Some are rigid, such as systems, structures, laws, and regulations; 
while others are flexible, such as customs and ethics. Different countries, different nations, and different 
geographical environments will form their own orders with different characteristics. 
Based on the above understanding, it is not difficult to come to the idea that society is fundamentally a product of 
the interactions between man and nature. 
Here is a philosophical analysis. Human being was initially an ordinary member of nature, and had to interact 
with other species and the abiotic environment for its survival. During the course of interaction, human became 
independent from nature, and man and nature formed a dual structure. This is the process “from one to two”. As 
there were more and more interactions between man and nature, the division of labor emerged, and groups were 
formed with certain orders, thereby human society was formed. This is the process “from two to three”. After the 
formation of the society, the relationship between man and nature transformed into the relationships between human 
being, society, and nature based on interactions between them. The interactive relationships between the three led to 
the emergence of various kinds of means of production, means of living, and means of organization in society. This 
is the process “from three to million”. Then, the means of existence of human being was no longer confined to the 
means of existence of a single individual, but was referring to the means of existence of the whole mankind with 
certain social orders. It was embodied in the means of production, means of living, and means of organization. 
(3) Human Civilization 
The phrase “human civilization” has different meanings in different contexts. For example, historians generally 
hold such view: the emergence of characters, bronze, and cities symbolized the beginning of “human civilization”, 
and the time before that was called “the barbarism age”. In order to analyze the evolution of human civilizations 
from the perspective of human society development, we define “human civilization” as an abstract description of the 
human being’s means of existence. In this way, we can study the evolution of human civilizations by analyzing the 
change of human being’s means of existence. In addition, since there is a strong interactive relationship between the 
core values of society and human being’s means of existence, we can also study the evolution of human civilizations 
by analyzing the change of the core values of society. 
(4) Environmental-Social System 
Human society and natural environment have always been interacting with each other, forming an integral 
complex giant system, which is defined as Environment-
Social System. In this system, there are three basic 
relationships: the relationship between man and nature, 
the relationship between individuals, and the relationship 
between individual and society. From the perspective of 
material flow, these three relationships are embodied in 
the links between three productions (See Figure 1).  
Figure 1Three Productions in the Environmental-
Social System 
Material production is the whole process in which 
human being obtains production resources from environment production, receives recreated production resources 
from the consumption waste from population production, and converts all these into consumption material. This 
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process provides consumption material to meet the demand of human being and releases production waste to the 
environment. Population production is the whole process in which human being survives and reproduces itself. This 
process consumes the consumption material provided by material production and the consumption resources 
provided by environment production, produces human resources to support material production and environment 
production, and releases consumption waste, part of which is recreated into production resource for material 
production and the rest of which is discarded to the environment. Environment production is the whole process 
driven by natural power and human resource in which the environment maintains and improves its structure and 
state, including decomposing production waste and consumption waste and producing production resources and 
consumption resources. The material links between the three productions form a cycle. If any one of the productions 
is blocked, the whole environmental-social system will be blocked. The interactions between the three productions 
drive the evolution of the environmental-social system and the progress of human society. 
There are two basic contradictions in the environmental-social system. The first one is the contradiction between 
the infiniteness of human being’s pursuit of wealth and the finiteness of the carrying capacity of the natural 
environment; no matter how strong or weak human being’s exploration ability is, such contradiction exists. The 
second one is the contradiction between the infiniteness of human being’s pursuit of equitable distribution of social 
wealth and the finiteness of the social ability for equitable distribution. These two basic contradictions are reflected 
in the relationship between the society and the environment and the relationship between the society and human 
being. Human society has always been adjusting these two relationships, or in other words, human society has 
always been dealing with these two basic contradictions. These two basic contradictions intensify or relax by turns 
through the whole process of human society development, promoting the society to move on fast or slow. 
II. Human Civilization Arriving at a New Transition Point 
(1) Historical Track of Human Civilization Succession 
The succession of human civilizations can be described and explained from different perspectives. Here is an 
analysis from the perspective of the mechanics of the environmental-social system. Based on the theory of three 
productions, the change of human being’s means of existence can be detected by analyzing the specific changes of 
the material flow between population production, material production, and environment production (See Figure 2). 
Figure 2 Material Flow in Different Stages of Human Society Development (Note*: MP is Material Production) 
In early stage of human society development (the left one), material production was part of the population 
production and had not been independent from the population production. When it came to the middle stage (the 
middle one), the material production ability of human society increased, then material production was gradually 
getting independent from population production. However, the scale of the material production was still relatively 
small, and it could not get independent completely. In recent stage (the right one), the material production ability of 
human society greatly improved, and its scale kept increasing; material production became an independent and 
essential component of the environment-social system. These changes of the interactive relationships between the 
three productions revealed the evolution of human civilization profoundly. 
Next, we will further study the evolution of the characteristics of the material flow in the environmental-social 
system, especially in the human society (See Figure 3). 
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Figure 3The Evolution of Human Civilizations 
In the era of primitive civilization, human society’s material production ability was extremely low. Human beings 
could only consume the natural resources explored from the natural environment directly, and the consumption 
waste that could not be consumed was thrown back into the natural environment. At this time, the human survival 
mainly depended on the physical strength, and the consumption material was just natural material. When it came to 
the era of agricultural civilization, human being began to learn how to use tools. As a result, human beings 
processed the natural resources obtained from the natural environment before they consumed them. The production 
waste and consumption waste was all discarded into the natural environment. During this period, the natural 
resources explored by human beings mainly consisted of all kinds of animals and plants from the land, forest, 
grassland and water. These natural resources were consumed as processed products. At the same time, the social 
division of labor was refined and relatively fixed. In the era of industrial civilization, the circulation of goods began 
to be a main step of the whole material flow. This was the most decisive and basic characteristic of the industrial 
civilization, and the social division of labor was further refined. By tracking the change of the characteristics of the 
material flow in the environmental-social system, we can conclude that the means of existence of human being kept 
changing and human civilization kept evolving from time to time. 
We can also review the succession of human civilization by tracking the change of the core values of society 
(including the view of wealth). Table 1 is a summary of the historical status of the core values of society, which 
reflects the evolution of the means of production, means of living, and means of organization as well as the 
corresponding change of view of wealth and core values. Table 1 also lists the emerging core values of the new 
civilization following the industrial civilization. But it is not yet possible to give a clear description of it as the 
means of production, means of living, and means of organization of the new civilization are still forming.  
Table 1The Means of Existence and Core Values of Different Human Civilizations 
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It is important to note that the means of existence and core values constantly evolve during the collisions of the 
two. At present, on the one hand, environmental protection is gradually becoming a social consensus; on the other 
hand, with the current means of existence, the society keeps dumping large amount of production waste and 
consumption waste into the natural environment. This implies that the rational core values are diverging from and 
conflicting with the actual human behaviors. And it is just in such contradictions that human society changes the 
social order and steps forward continuously. The change of social order needs a process from quantitative change to 
qualitative change. The qualitative change is right the transition to a new civilization. 
(2) The End of Industrial Civilization 
In human history, the emergence of a new civilization was always induced by the fact that the former civilization 
had driven the two basic contradictions to the level that couldn’t be resolved. This is the signal that human 
civilization would have a qualitative change. 
Industrial civilization has created much more wealth in the past three hundred years than all wealth that was 
created before that in human history. However, industrial civilization destroyed the integrity of human society and 
natural environment, put economic benefit in the highest position, deviated from the original goal of development, 
and drove the above-mentioned two basic contradictions into severe crises for human existence and development 
which human beings were unable to eliminate. Below is a brief analysis of this point. 
The two basic contradictions in the environmental-social system are reflecting on three supply-demand 
relationships (see figure 4), i.e. commodities supply and demand, natural resources supply and demand, and 
environmental carrying capacity supply and demand. However, the core values and theoretical system of the 
industrial civilization tends to ignore the objective existence of these three supply-demand relationships, and only 
sees or acknowledges the commodities supply-demand relationship, which in fact means the denial for the objective 
existence of environmental production and the limit of environmental production. Consequently, the means of 
production, means of living, and core values of industrial civilization lead to the limitless expansion of the demand 
for natural resources and environmental carrying capacity, which keeps driving the intensification of the 
contradictions between infinite demand for wealth and finite supply of environmental production and thus causes the 
exhaustion of natural resources and degradation of natural ecosystem. Furthermore, although industrial civilization 
pays much attention to the commodities supply-demand relationship, it over stresses the role of the free market. 
Guided by the value view that ranks economic benefits as the top goal, the market mechanism effectively stimulates 
the rapid growth of material wealth. However, the rapid growth is at the cost of the constant deepening of the 
inequity in commodities and social wealth distribution, which then inevitably leads to the intensification of the 
second contradiction and the polarization of the rich and poor. The appearance of “the Three Crises”, which are the 
exhaustion of natural resources, the degradation of natural ecosystem, and the polarization of the rich and poor, will 
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jeopardize the orderly operation of the environmental-social system and the sustainable and stable development of 
the human society. History reveals that, since the 20th century, both developed countries and developing countries 
have suffered from these three crises to different extent. Now half a century has passed, these three crises have been 
getting expanded and intensified despite of the many efforts made around the world. 
We could conclude that industrial civilization has completed its mission and come to an end. Without renovating 
the ideas, theories, and methodology of it, we will never fundamentally remove the roots of these three crises, and of 
course we will neither obtain a better and more reassured survival. Fortunately, the means of existence and core 
value view of the current society are changing “silently”, which indicates that man is awaken and the society is 
transiting to a new civilization. 
III. How to Transit to a New Civilization—China’s Exploration of Development Patterns 
We are unable to give a universal answer right now to the question how to transit to a new civilization due to the 
fact that all countries are still in the exploration stage and different countries or regions have different conditions 
which means different development patterns are needed. Today, both developed countries and developing countries 
are exploring directions, ways, and means of the transition. China is one of them. By reviewing the hardships China 
has gone through and various efforts China has made in tackling the crises that arose during the fast industrialization 
process, we could get some enlightenment for our exploration. 
China’s industrialization process has three important features. First, China lost the best historical opportunity to 
transit from agricultural civilization to industrial civilization when the monarchs and the public were dwelling on the 
glorious achievements they had made in the agricultural civilization and had no motivations for change. This caused 
that China’s industrialization process started two hundred years later than most western countries. Second, China 
experienced many hardships in her industrialization process. The elite were fighting hard for China’s 
industrialization in the first half of the 20th century, but their campaigns ended in vain for the suppression by 
traditional thoughts and behaviors. It was not until the second half of the 20th century that China really started the 
industrialization process with the leadership of the Communist Party, though the path was full of zigzags with 
various internal and external constraints. Third, in the recent thirty years since China’s implementation of the reform 
and opening-up policy, China has completed a “condensed industrialization” which former industrialization 
countries spent two or three hundred years to complete. However, since China basically followed the development 
patterns of former industrialization countries, the above-mentioned three crises appeared as well when China 
achieved the industrialization miracle. 
At present, human civilization has come to a new transition point. Facing the orientation of human civilization 
and the reality home and abroad, we must calm down and have some rational thinking-whether China should 
continue advancing in the current development pattern or try to explore a new one. One prerequisite question is-in 
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the development laws of human society, is there a pathway or pattern that smoothly leads to the new civilization 
while enables China to remain competitive under the current international rules dominated by the thoughts of 
industrial civilization? In other words, we need to find a way to continue our industrialization process while making 
no harm to the natural environment. 
During the past decades, China has made great efforts to seek for the solution. In early 1950s, the first generation 
leadership of the People’s Republic of China realized that heavy industry was the foundation of industrialization 
based on experiences and lessons of other countries. With help of the Soviet Union, China formulated a roadmap for 
developing the heavy industry and constructed 156 key engineering projects by concentrating almost all national 
resources. This was the first time that China’s central government developed an overall plan for the industrialization. 
The implementation of the roadmap laid a solid foundation for China’s industrialization within a few years. 
However, at the same time, China’s national economy began to show an imbalanced development. Unfortunately, 
the leadership did not pay enough attention to the imbalance, and on the contrary, continued to strengthen this policy 
by proposing “The Great Leap Forward Movement” and establishing the people’s communes. This was obviously 
rubbing salt into wound and led to the starvation of millions during the natural disaster that hit most regions of 
China around 1960. The severe situation alerted the Communist Party’s Central Committee and the State Council to 
immediately adjust China’s industrialization pattern. Under the new principle of “adjust, consolidate, enrich, and 
improve the national economy” and the priority-setting in the order of agriculture, light industry, and heavy industry, 
China rapidly stabilized the national economy and paved the way for further development. 
However, not long after that, China was overwhelmed by the “Socialism Education Movement” and the “Cultural 
Revolution”. This again hit hard the economy recovery, and caused a ten-year stagnation of China’s industrialization. 
After the smash of the “Gang of Four” and the termination of the “Cultural Revolution”, in the Third Plenary 
Session of the 11th Central Committee of the Communist Party, the guidelines of “keeping economic development 
as a central task” and “reform and opening up” were formulated, thereby China’s industrialization was brought back 
on right track. In the following thirty years, the leaderships in succession all adhered to the guidelines of 
“development is the absolute principle”, “reform and opening up”, and “keeping economic development as the 
central task”. Today, China’s gross domestic product, economic competitiveness, and world market share keep 
increasing; people’s living standard has also improved a lot. In the dealing of international affairs, China is also 
playing a more and more important role. All these achievements are the results of persistent pursuit of development 
and constant adjustment of development patterns. 
When affirming China’s significant achievements in the industrializa-tion process, we should also acknowledge 
the problems that appeared during the process and the deep-rooted reasons behind these problems. 
It is no doubt that thirty years ago China had very weak economic foundation after the destruction of “Cultural 
Revolution”. For example, industrial production heavily relied on imported production lines due to the lack of 
technologies and intellectual property rights, and China manufactured products with extremely low profit and value 
added; Chinese enterprises had very weak financing capacity in international capital market and had limited 
potential for production expansion due to China’s shortage of foreign exchange reserve; and in the establishment of 
international trade rules, China had almost no say due to its weak economic strength. In other words, rule-makers in 
international market would not give a fair playground for China’s industrialization. 
To get developed in such a harsh internal and external circumstance, China had to rely on reducing the cost of 
labor, consuming large amount of natural resources, sacrificing the environment, and selling products at little profit. 
Such development pattern directly causes the expansion and intensification of the crises of resources exhaustion, 
environmental pollution, and polarization of the rich and poor. 
Aware of the problems, the Communist Party’s Central Committee and the State Council reviewed and made 
fundamental adjustment to China’s development strategies, guiding thoughts, and development patterns. This 
exploration and transformation is of far-reaching significance in China’s history. First, at ideological level, China 
proposed the “people-oriented, comprehensive, coordinated, and sustainable” Scientific Outlook on Development. 
This means that our core values will have a fundamentally change. This new outlook on development puts the value 
of people-oriented on the top of the whole value system, which is a regression and sublimation for the fundamental 
goal of development. This new outlook was based on the lessons from splitting the integrity of human society and 
natural environment and overemphasizing competition while ignoring harmonious development; it stresses 
comprehensiveness, coordination, and sustaina-bility, and considers the stability and efficiency of the division of 
labor and cooperation as an important measurement. Second, at the behavior level, it puts the combination of social, 
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economic, and environmental benefits as the basic goal of all activities. It takes into account the benefits of all 
stakeholders, and makes coordinated planning of various kinds of “interface activities” based on the “win-win” 
principle, such as balancing the development in urban and rural areas and in different regions. It also optimizes and 
integrates the behaviors of three behavior subjects (governments, enterprises, and the public). Under the new 
outlook on development, and according to the principle of building a people-oriented and ecologically economic 
system, the Chinese government is now transforming its functions and working approaches, aiming to drive the 
transformation of the economic growth pattern and the way of wealth distribution, as well as drive the improvement 
of enterprises’ social obligations. The new development pattern that we are exploring is taking on an initial form. 
IV. Conclusions 
China had made amazing contributions to human history in the stage of agricultural civilization, but far lagged 
behind many countries in the industrialization process for its adherence to the traditional thoughts and behaviors at 
the critical point of civilization transition. 
Today, China is again standing at a critical point of transition to a new civilization which follows the primitive, 
agricultural, and industrial civilizations. We are now facing an unprecedented historical opportunity for national 
revival. Our government have clearly recognized this trend, proposed the “Scientific Outlook on Development”, and 
formulated a set of new strategies and policy measures oriented sustainable development. As long as government 
officials and professionals in the science and technology occupations persistently implement these strategies and 
policies, adhere to the pursuit of innovation, reform, and development, the Chinese nation will create another glory 
in human society’s transition to the new civilization!. 
